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1910.] 67 

II.-Tle International Conference on Unemployment, 1910. 

AN international conference on unemployment was held at 
Paris in September last. A previous open conference was held in 
Milan in 1906, but the tendency of speakers to diverge from the 
immediate problem into general theories of social reconstruction 
rendered the proceedings somewhat ineffective. To prevent the 
recurrence of such a tendency at Paris, the conference of 1910 was 
restricted to persons practically interested in the question. Com- 
mittees were formed in each country, and these committees were 
asked to send invitations to qualified persons. A committee was 
formed for the United Kingdom, with Lord George Hamilton as 
president, Mr. Seebohm Rowntree as chairman, and Mr. J. R. Brooke 
as secretary. 

Each national committee was asked to arrange that reports 
should be prepared for the conference by competent persons, the 
reports to deal with (a) the general conditions of unemployment, 
(b) statistics of unemployment, (c) labour exchanges, and 
(d) insurance against unemployment in the country. -For the 
United Kingdom, papers were prepared by Professor Pigou on 
" The Problem of Involuntary Idleness," by Mr. N. B. Dearle, on 
"English Statistics of Unemployment," and the work of the 
national labour exchanges was authoritatively described in a papef 
by Mr. W. H. Beveridge, the Director of the exchanges. Nearly 
fifty reports were presented to the conference from the several 
countries, besides a number of special contributions, including two 
interesting papers presented on behalf of the German independent 
trade unions (Gewerkschaften) on labour exchanges and insurance 
against unemployment. Reports came from nearly every European 
country and from the United States of America and the Argentine 
Republic, and they constitute an interesting and valuable series of 
documents. 

The conference was held at the Sorbonne and was very well 
attended, official representatives being present from eighteen 
countries. A large proportion of the persons who attended are 
actively engaged in the administration of institutions dealing with 
the problems which were considered. Discussion was restricted 
to (1) statistics, (2) labour exchanges, (3) insurance against 
unemployment, and (4) the formation of an international association 
for dealing with the problems of unemployment. The subjects, 
except the last, were much too general for close discussion in the 
short time at the disposal of the conference, and the treatment of 
each question was wide rather than deep. At future conferences 
arrangements will no doubt be made for confining the discussion 
within narrower limits; still the main value of such conferences will 
generally lie in the well-considered reports which they beget, and 
in the informal interchange of opinion for which they afford oppor- 
tunity, and in this respect those responsible for the Paris conference 
have every reason to congratulate themselves on their success. 
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68 Miscellaqnea. [Dec. 

The following is a brief statement of some of the principal 
matters brought out at the conference.' 

Statistics of unemnployment.-The inadequacy of statistics of un- 
employment was generally deplored. Trade union figures apply 
onlv to a section, sometimes small, of the community, and are not 
always trustworthy. The statistics of labour exchanges, however, 
like those furnished by trade uinions, provide valuable indications, 
especially where the labour exchange is well-developed, but these 
also. give onily partial information, and the statistics of the various 
exchanges are not uniiform. Particulars of unemployment in census 
returns yield useful information, but generally only show the number 
unemployed on a particular day, and the returns are not always 
correctly filled up, unemployment due to sickness or partial in- 
validity, for instance, being confuised with unemployment due to 
want of work. Relief statistics, such as those of our English distress 
committees, obviouslv give only a very one-sided view of unemploy- 
ment. Special counts, e.g., those undertaken at Berlin, are apt to 
be biassed if carried out by the workmen's own organisations, and 
incomplete if the notification of unemployment is voluntary, whether 
carried out by the workmen's organisations or by the municipality. 
No doubt fairly complete and accurate figures would be obtained by 
a house to house enumeration by trained investigators, but such a 
system would be costly. 

The difficulties of obtaining accurate and extensive statistics 
are certainly great, and it was even suggested that notification 
of unemployment should be made compulsory, like notification 
of death; but it seemed to be the general opinion that reliance 
must be placed on the existing methods, improving and extending 
these as far as possible, and supplementing general information as 
to the amount of unemployment by special detailed inquiries on 
occasions. 

It was generally felt that there was need of more uniformity 
in the statistics of unemployment, so as to render comparison 
readier. This raised the question of definition, on which there 
was much discussion, for it was considered that a proper definition 
was not only a necessary condition of uniformity in statistics, hut 
also that insurance against unemployment could scarcely be held to 
be practicable unless it could be said with some precision wEat was 
meant by unemployment. 

It was recognised that there were many difficulties connected 
with a precise definition, for unemployment is a relative, not an 
absolute, condition-a man generally being unemployed, not, for 
instance, because he cannot secure any work at all, but because he 
cannot secure it on terms which he is prepared to accept. But it 
was pointed out that however great the difficulties of definition in 
theory, in practice they did not stand much in the way, as proved 
by the experience of unemployment insurance schemes already in 
operation. 

Labour Exchangqes.-Insistence was placed on the view that a 
I An official account of the proceedings of the conference will be published 

in due course. 
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labour exchange should be regarded as an institution for general 
social welfare, and should not be run for private profit or in the 
sectional interests of any one party, whether employer or employed. 
The consensus of opinion was that an exchange should be managed 
by a joint committee, composed of an equal number of representa- 
tives of employers and of employed, with an impartial chairman, 
and that the expenses of management should be borne by the public 
authorities. 

Exchanges of this kind are now very general in Germany, and they 
exist also in other countries. Even in Germany trade unions wouild 
like to have their own labour exchainges, but they recognise that 
they would have to meet the opposition of the employer, and are 
prepared to acquiesce in the jointly managed exchanges. 

On the continent the exchanges are generally under independent 
local management. The problem of linking up the various exchanges 
so that they shall work in co-operation is therefore one of importance, 
and in Germany there are local associations and a national associa- 
tion for effecting this. England escapes these problems by organising 
the exchanges on a national basis. 

International co-operation is of importance to some of the 
exchanges in border towns, and something has already been 
achieved in this direction. Thus, the labour exchange at Strass- 
burg, for instance, is in systematic communication, not only with 
exchanges in some of the German States, but also with exchanges 
in Switzerland and in Luxembourg. It was suggested that more 
should be effected in the direction of international co-operation, but 
it was pointed out that there were many difficulties in the way- 
difficulties of language, habits, wages, &c. 

Insurance against uzeemployrnent.-There was much discussion 
whether insurance should be compulsory. While some speakers 
advocated immediate compulsion, several expressed the opinion that 
compulsory insurance was not practicable at the present time, and 
that it was preferable to be content with financially assisting and 
encouraging voluntary insurance. The advocates of compulsory 
insurance especially insisted on the duty of the employer to con- 
tribute towards the expenses of provision against unemployment. 

Another matter of contention was the position of trade unions 
in relation to insurance. The case for trade unions was warmly 
put forward by some representatives of French and German trade 
unions present at the conference. Attention was drawn to what 
had already been done by trade unions in the way of insurance, 
and it was urged that insurance could be effectively carried out 
only through them. A German trade unionist complained some- 
what bitterly of the attitude of the German Imperial Government, 
which he stated was unwilling to render financial assistance to 
insurance against unemployment effected through the trade unions, 
because of its hostility to the latter. The importance of making 
use of the trade unions appears to have been generally recognised 
among the members of the conference. 

Another matter touching insurance which was discussed was 
that of the means of checking unemployment. Emphasis was laid 
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on the need of proper definition. The advantage of a well-developed 
labour exchange was also urged. 

Internsational Association.-The most important practical piece of 
work done by the conference was in connection with this question. 
A meeting of members of the various national committees was held 
on the day preceding the formal opening of the conference, and 
a committee was appointed to consider the question of forming 
an international association for dealing with the problems of 
unemployment. This committee presented a report, in which the 
formation of such an association was recommended. The recom- 
mendation was unanimously adopted by the conference, and a 
committee comprising representatives of different countries was 
formed for carrying on the work. For the present, four repre- 
sentatives are allowed to the United Kingdom. It is intended that 
ultimately each country shall have one representative for the first 
ten members of the association in the country, and an additional 
representative for every additional twenty-five members, riot 
exceeding seven representatives in all. The membership suib- 
scription is Io francs, and it is hoped to form a strong English 
branch. Steps have already been taken in this direction.2 The 
object of the international association is to afford means for the 
interchange of opinion by conferences and otherwise between 
persons in the different countries interested in the problems of 
unemployment, to collect information and to stimulate researches 
respecting unemployment, to be a centre of information on the 
question, and to be a means of co-ordinating the work in the 
different countries and to secure uniformity of statistics. There is 
undoubtedly ample scope for such an association. The problem is 
international, and it demands an international organisation for its 
study. The association should have a great future, and should rank 
with the international associations dealing with social insurance and 
with labour legislation, through which so much has been accom- 
plished. The problems with which it will deal touches the work of 
these societies at many points, and it has been arranged that there 
shall be close co-operation between the three associations. The 
new society is fortunate in its officers. M. Leon Bourgeois, who 
presided at the Paris conference, has been chosen as its first 
president, while M. Louis Varlez, of Ghent, has been chosen as 
honorary general secretary, and M. Max Lazard, of Paris, as 
honorary assistant general secretary. M. Louis Varlez is one of 
the foremost authorities in Europe on the question of unemploy- 
ment. He is the originator of the Gheilt system for assisting 
insurance against unemployment, and no man has come into closer 
touch with the different phases of the question. To him and to 
M. Max Lazard are largely due the success achieved by the Paris 
conference, and uinder their unflagging direction there is little doubt 
that this latest of international associations will soon justify its 
existence, and will do much to throw more light on one of the most 
difficult of modern problems. 

2 Information respecting the matter may be obtained from MLr. J. R. Brooke, 
3, Clements Inn, W.C. 
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